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How Nebraska volleyball plans to pack Memorial Stadium 


By Elizabeth Merrill 


WHEN THEY SCORED tickets last spring to Volleyball Day in Nebraska, Jan Merrill and her daughter 
planned out a road trip. They would drive 2% hours from Elgin, Nebraska, on winding roads through tiny towns 
to reach Lincoln, where they'd splurge on crab legs at a local restaurant, watch the volleyball match and stay 
overnight in a hotel. Maybe they'd get a pedicure the next day. 


Merrill and her daughter, Melissa Borer, have attended Nebraska volleyball games since 1995, when Melissa 
was 11. The trip from Elgin would always be worth it when Merrill (no relation to the writer) and Melissa got to 
the game and crammed into a packed arena to watch their favorite team. So Borer knew the Aug. 30 event would 
be unlike anything they'd ever witnessed -- the Huskers' volleyball team playing outdoors at night under the 
lights at a packed Memorial Stadium in front of more than 90,000 fans more accustomed to traveling there to 
watch football games. 


Their seats for Wednesday night's match are in Section 28, alongside eight family members, including Borer's 
91-year-old grandmother. But Merrill won't be there. Lung cancer has spread to her brain, clavicle and kidney, 
and she's at home in hospice care, navigating back and forth to her bed with a walker. To the outside world, it 
might seem outlandish that a volleyball match could provide any sort of respite for a family in the grips of 
sickness and sadness, but for Borer, it temporarily will. And it's cliché to say that the wildly successful Nebraska 
volleyball team has been the North Star in a state craving any kind of sports identity in the past decade. 


But it has been. 


When Borer visits her mom, she sits next to her, pulls up old Nebraska matches on YouTube and holds her hand. 
Sometimes, Merrill wakes up and glances at the television. 


"Good work, girls," she'll say. 


FOR GENERATIONS, NEBRASKANS have boasted that on football Saturdays, Memorial Stadium becomes 
the third-largest city in the state. On Wednesday, the place will become volleyball city. More than 91,000 people 
are expected to fill the stadium to watch two matches, potentially setting a record for the most-attended women's 
sporting event in the world. The record, 91,648, was set in March 2022 at a UEFA Women's Champions League 
match in Barcelona. 


The event is so momentous that Nebraska's chancellor canceled school for the day and the board of regents gave 
the OK to sell beer. (Alcoholic beverages are not allowed at football games.) 


"I don't know how to properly define just how big this is," Nebraska athletic director Trev Alberts said last week. 
"Unless [the football team is] undefeated when we play Michigan in Week 5, I don't know of anything that's 
going to be bigger." 


Seven months of planning, every day, has gone into this, with staging meetings from police, fire, rescue and 
traffic to concessions, the band and marketing. Lindsay Peterson, the director of volleyball operations at 
Nebraska, said weather monitoring started about 10 days out because it's too unpredictable in the Midwest -- 
especially with the heat index, which topped 115 degrees in Lincoln most of last week. Nobody wants to even 
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talk about what 
could happen if 
light rain hits the 
Taraflex court 
built on a stage 
near the north 
end zone. The 
most recent 
forecast calls for 
sunny skies, a 
high of 82 and 
winds of 10 
mph. 


The impetus for 
this whole 
production? A 
rivalry, of 
course. Last 
September, 


: With a long history of sellouts, Nebraska volleyball is moving into football's Memorial Stadium on 
nearly 500 miles Wednesday and could set an attendance record for women's sports. 


away in Madison, Wisconsin, the Badgers -- Nebraska's biggest nemesis and the team that beat it in the 2021 
national championship -- moved a match to the Kohl Center and drew a crowd of 16,833, breaking Nebraska's 
attendance record for a regular-season match. 


Of all the things that captivate Nebraska sports fans, it's their attendance records. A few years ago, when the 
football team's six-decades-long sellout streak was in jeopardy, boosters and corporate sponsors bought unsold 
tickets to keep the record going. Nebraska volleyball hasn't had to worry about that; eight of the top nine crowds 
in NCAA volleyball history are matches that have involved the Huskers. 


But the Badgers' one-upping the record nagged at Nebraska fans, who sent a flurry of emails to coach John Cook 
urging him to take his team somewhere to reclaim their record. After the season, he plotted. He initially 
pondered Pinnacle Bank Arena, Nebraska's basketball venue. It wasn't big enough. 


After a couple of conversations, Alberts told Cook there was one place they could go: Memorial Stadium. 


Cook was apprehensive. What if they sold only 10,000 tickets? He eventually agreed with one condition: That 
they bring in a musical act to perform after the match to help draw a bigger crowd. Tickets went on sale in late 
April -- $25 for adults, $5 for children. More than 82,000 seats sold within three days. No musical act had been 
announced yet. 


The night will feature four in-state teams in a celebration of the state's affinity for volleyball. The Huskers play 
Omaha at 7 p.m. CT on Wednesday on the Big Ten Network, and Nebraska-Kearney will face Wayne State at 
4:30 p.m. in an exhibition. Country singer Scotty McCreery will perform afterward. The in-state teams, which 
operate under substantially lower profiles and budgets, will receive $50,000 to travel to Lincoln. 


Wisconsin coach Kelly Sheffield told reporters last month that he was excited not just for Nebraska, but 
"everybody in that stadium," and their sport. 


Alberts said the overall presentation will exceed anything they do for home football games. 


"We believe we have one opportunity to tell the story of volleyball in the state of Nebraska, and it's not just the 
Huskers," he said. 
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holds five national championships. 


But Cook and former coach Terry Pettit know that volleyball didn't get there on its own. 


"Nebraska does not become a major player without a successful football program," said Pettit, who came to 
Nebraska in 1977. "Because you had to have the resources. Ultimately, then, you had to be in the right 
conferences." 


The evolution of Nebraska volleyball began with Pettit scheduling matches on the same day as football games, 
urging those leaving the stadium to come watch his team. He even hung volleyball signs in the bathrooms to 
promote matches. 


And while Osborne and Devaney are credited with inspiring little boys to dream of playing football for 
Nebraska, Pettit is the man who made Nebraska girls want to play volleyball. Pettit grew up in Indiana shooting 
basketballs in haylofts and barns. He knew how a successful college program could change the culture of a state, 
and what young people wanted to be. 


Some athletes were better in other sports, but they came to Nebraska to play volleyball because they couldn't 
resist the opportunity to be in that environment. That's culture, he said. 


Pettit laid the groundwork by being accessible to every high school coach, whether they were from Omaha or the 
tiniest town in the panhandle. He'd hold clinics in places like rural Dunning, in the Nebraska sandhills, where 
three girls would show up. 


"You do it to develop relationships," Pettit said. "Maybe Hooper, Nebraska, goes through 25 years and doesn't 
have a player that can play on the university team, but then along comes Jordan Larson." 


Larson, who hails from a town of 830, led Nebraska to the 2006 national championship and was MVP on the 
United States volleyball team that won its first gold medal in the Tokyo Olympics. Larson will join Cook's 
coaching staff as an assistant this fall. 


Pettit says the unique thing about volleyball in Nebraska is the success at all levels of the state, high school, 
junior college, small college, Division I, and how they're complementary to each other. "It's an organism, where 
all the parts to this point have recognized it's a tremendous advantage for the other parts of the organism to have 
success," he says. 


By the mid-1990s, Nebraska volleyball was a hot ticket. Merrill and her daughter made their first trip to Lincoln 
for a volleyball game in 1995, the year the Cornhuskers won their first national championship. Merrill and Borer 
drove all the way from Elgin, Nebraska, walked up to the ticket office and were told the match was sold out. 


"My mom was asking, 'Is there anything we can do?" Borer said, "and this gentleman overheard it and said, 'We 
have some extra tickets. Here's two tickets.’ Then after that ... we started acquiring ways to get tickets, 
networking or getting them off the street." 


Pettit -- who would leave with one national championship, 21 conference championships, six trips to the final 
four and 649 wins in 23 seasons -- had built such a powerhouse program that when he made the decision to 
retire, he was able to convince a successful Division I coach at another university to come to Lincoln as an 
associate head coach and eventually be his hand-picked successor. 
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school also added five skyboxes that cost $40,000 apiece annually, and filled those. This past summer, Nebraska 
put 402 more seats in the arena, and it is still the toughest ticket in the state. 


"We probably underbuilt," Cook said. "Looking at things now, we probably didn't dream big enough." 


PERHAPS THE BEST person to explain the hold that volleyball has on the state of Nebraska, especially in 
rural areas, is Dani Busboom Kelly. She's the head coach of Louisville now and has taken the Cardinals to two 
national semifinals the past two seasons. They fell to Texas in last year's national championship game. 


She met Cook more than two decades ago, at a camp when she was 14. Busboom was a multisport athlete from 
Cortland, Nebraska, who'd go on to win four state titles in three different sports. But she was not one of the blue- 
chippers at that camp. So you can imagine her surprise when Cook approached her. 


"He asked to see my hands," she said, "which I thought was so weird." 


She was too young to comprehend the gears turning in Cook's head, the plans of her becoming a setter. Busboom 
was supposed to leave for a softball tournament in Colorado that day, but Cook asked her parents if she could 
stay until the end of camp. 


She received an award, and her family drove through the night to get her to the tournament. But her trajectory 
was already set. She was a volleyball player. She joined a better club team and started competing at a higher 
level. She knew that if a Nebraska scholarship never came, she'd still have a chance to play Division I volleyball. 


So back in Cortland, Busboom trained and trained to become the best setter she could be. She was offered a 
scholarship to Nebraska, and of course accepted. She played in every match as a freshman and spent three 
seasons at setter. 


After leading Nebraska to the national championship game as a junior -- the Huskers lost to Washington -- Cook 
asked her to switch to libero, which specializes in defense. She accepted the job, and Nebraska won its second 
national championship. 


Her parents still have Huskers volleyball season tickets. Busboom Kelly said volleyball is a "way of life" in the 
fall in Nebraska. Her program at Louisville now has a season-ticket waiting list, and she said she'd also like to 
venture out of the confines of her team's venue, possibly playing a match at the KFC Yum! Center, which seats 
about 22,000. 


"You do get away [from Nebraska] and you think, 'This place is special,' and this is special," she said. "But it's 
moments like the game at Memorial Stadium that you realize that we still have room to grow and there's still one 
program leading the pack." 


Volleyball Day in Nebraska has piqued the curiosity of coaches in other sports, too. Patty Gasso, who has led 
Oklahoma to three straight NCAA softball championships, has said she would like to follow Nebraska 
volleyball's lead and play a game at OU's football stadium. An Oklahoma spokesperson told ESPN there haven't 
been any recent updates on that possibility. 
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